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Abstract
Using World Values Survey data from 55 countries, this article provides detailed in-
sights into the characteristics of people who place a high value on education – and 
into the characteristics of those who don’t. It finds that attitudes toward education 
vary across the following characteristics: educational attainment, income, social class, 
political position, postmaterialist values, religion, sex, age, ethnicity, marital status, 
number of children, family values and employment status. Countries’ average GDP per 
capita affects people’s views of education too. Whereas some results are in line with 
theoretical expectations and previous empirical research, others are surprising.
Keywords
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1 Introduction
Social scientists have long recognized that education is beneficial to both the 
individual and society (e.g., Durkheim 1956, Schultz 1963, Becker 1993 [1964]). 
However, in order to realize these benefits it is important that people appreciate 
education. Indeed, many empirical studies indicate that parents’ and students’ 
views of education are of crucial importance for both the quantity and qual-
ity of educational investment. For example, several studies document a strong 
relation between parents’ educational beliefs and achievement outcomes (e.g., 
Alexander et al. 1994, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler 1997). Furthermore, in de-
veloped countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom parents 
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are willing to pay more for houses that are located closer to better schools (e.g., 
Black 1999), indicating that they place a high value on good education. This 
in turn may put pressure on educational providers to improve school quality.
In developing countries, even many very poor parents send their children to 
fee-charging private schools, in the light of the frequently poor quality of state 
schools, although these normally do not charge fees (e.g., Tooley 2013). Indeed, 
there is strong evidence that in many developing countries both teaching and 
learning outcomes are better in private schools than in state schools (e.g., Day 
Ashley et al. 2014). Consequently, in numerous developing countries private 
schooling has grown strongly in recent decades (e.g., Gandhi Kingdon 2017, 
Elacqua et al. 2018). Thus, in developing countries, too, most parents do not 
only have a high regard for education in the abstract, it also largely shapes their 
demand for schooling. This favorably affects both the quantity and the quality 
of education children receive.
Other research finds that not only parents’ but also students’ attitudes to-
ward education are important. Specifically, students’ beliefs about learning 
contribute to their motivation to learn, the number of years spent in educa-
tion and their academic achievements (e.g., Strand 2007, Croll et al. 2008, 
Khamis et al. 2008).
An example of the importance of a positive view of education is provided by 
Confucian heritage societies – i.e., countries such as China, Japan, South Korea 
and Vietnam. In these societies, education has been held in high regard for 
centuries (Yang 1993, Lee 2000). Today people still attach great importance to 
education, irrespective of social class or gender. They see education both as the 
most promising way for character development and as a pathway to upward 
social mobility (To 1993, Starr 2012). They believe that anyone can succeed 
with effort. Building on this traditional attitude, East Asian governments in 
recent decades have made education a key element of their development strat-
egies, investing heavily in this area (World Bank 1993). This is complemented 
by substantial out-of-school tuition and a strong work ethic. As a result, for 
many years Confucian heritage societies have been outperforming most other 
countries and societies in international tests of student performance (e.g., 
OECD 2015). As a further result of their high regard for education, these coun-
tries have achieved some of the highest rates of economic growth over the past 
decades (Hanushek and Woessmann 2016), not only lifting millions of people 
out of poverty but also enabling most of them to join an ever more prosperous 
middle class.
As the East Asian example illustrates, the success of educational initiatives 
by governments depends on people’s attitudes toward education. In develop-
ing countries, this is also true for educational initiatives by foreign donors – 
public and private – as well as the United Nations. For example, achieving the 
511Who Favors Education?
Comparative Sociology 19 (2020) 509-541
education goal of the UN’s “2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” (United 
Nations 2015) depends on people in these countries attaching great impor-
tance to education.
Although it is of key importance for the amount and quality of educational 
investment undertaken that people have a high regard for education, few social 
scientists have studied which people actually do (e.g., Cook and Ludwig 1997, 
Gorman 1998, Francis and Archer 2005, Weir 2011, Kooij and Zacher 2016). Who 
favors education – and who doesn’t? The previous literature makes important 
contributions. However, it is limited in scope. Almost all of these papers use 
data from a single country only, with nationally unrepresentative samples. By 
contrast, our article covers 55 countries from all over the world, both devel-
oped and developing countries (for a list of countries, see Appendix). The data 
we use are from the World Values Surveys, which are nationally representative 
(Inglehart et al. 2015). These surveys collect extensive information both about 
participants’ characteristics and their values and beliefs, enabling us to study 
our research question in detail. This is another improvement on previous pa-
pers, each of which looks at a few such characteristics only.
The remainder of our article proceeds in the following way. Section 2 
explains our data and methodology. It also provides a brief overview over 
the related literature. Section 3 presents and discusses our regression results. 
Section 4 concludes.
2 Data and Methodology
2.1 Dependent Variables
To capture different dimensions of people’s attitudes toward education, we use 
four different dummy variables (for definitions and descriptive statistics of all 
variables, see Table 1). The first equals one if a respondent selected as their first 
choice “inadequate education” as the most serious problem of the world. The 
alternatives were: “people living in poverty and need”, “discrimination against 
girls and women”, “poor sanitation and infectious diseases” and “environmen-
tal pollution”.
Our second dependent variable is phrased in the same way as the first, ex-
cept that it focusses on the respondent’s own country, rather than the world. 
Thus, this variable equals one if a respondent selected as their first choice “in-
adequate education” as the most serious problem for their own country. The 
alternative answer categories were the same as for the first question used.
A major plus of these questions is that they require respondents to make 
trade-offs, as is the case with all real choices. In surveys that do not require this, 
virtually all respondents – parents and students alike – normally acknowledge 
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the importance of education (e.g., Croll et al. 2008, Spera et al. 2009). In such 
surveys, they may feel compelled to give socially desirable responses, especial-
ly in societies that have traditionally held education in high regard (Jacob and 
Lefgren 2007).
Our third dependent variable equals one if a respondent said that they wor-
ried very much or a great deal about “not being able to give my children a good 
education”. It equals zero if they said that they worried about this not much 
or not at all. Hence, whereas the first variable measures the value respondents 
put on education more generally, the third focusses on the value they put on 
the education of their children. The second variable is located between these 
polar cases: it has a general dimension because it does not refer to the respon-
dent’s children, but also a personal dimension insofar as it refers to their own 
country. Hence, as we move from the first to the second and then to the third 
variable, we gradually move from a general to a personal perspective.
Interestingly, the most personal question has by far the highest share of re-
spondents agreeing with it: no less than 71% were worried about their children’s 
education. By contrast, only 10% and 12%, respectively, selected inadequate 
education as the most serious problem of the world or their own country.
Note that the answers to questions 2 and 3 do not exclusively reflect the 
value respondents placed on education. They also reflect the quality of the na-
tional school systems and, as far as question 3 is concerned, income levels. 
Fortunately, we are able to control for these confounding influences at least 
to some degree. We do so in two ways. First, we use country dummies, which 
capture the time-invariant dimension of both the quality of national school 
systems and the level of national economic development. Second, we include 
among our explanatory variables ‘income’ and, in our main robustness check, 
‘GDP per capita’ (section 2.2).
Our fourth dependent variable measures yet another dimension of people’s 
attitudes toward education: gender equality. It takes the value one if a respon-
dent agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that going to university is 
more important for a boy than for a girl. 21% of respondents did. Like our first 
dependent variable, this variable measures people’s attitudes in a more general 
sense because it does not explicitly take respondents’ personal or national cir-
cumstances into account.
The World Values Survey included questions 1 and 4 in both wave 5 (2005-
09) and wave 6 (2010-14).1 By contrast, question 2 was included in wave 5 only 
and question 3 only in wave 6. Also, these two questions were asked in far 
1 Question 4 was also included in waves 3 (1995-98) and 4 (1999-2004). However, we refrain 
from using these earlier data. To maximize comparability of results, we aim to have a sample 
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fewer than 55 countries. Therefore, the number of observations in the regres-
sions using these two dependent variables is considerably lower than in the 
other regressions (Tables 2 and 3).
period as similar as possible across our regressions. For example, attitudes toward female 
university education generally were more conservative in earlier years.
Table 1 List of variables





Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent selected as his first choice 
“inadequate education” as the most serious 
problem of the world. Other answer 
categories: “People living in poverty and 
need”, “Discrimination against girls and 
women”, “Poor sanitation and infectious 
diseases” and “Environmental pollution”.




for their own 
country
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent selected as his first choice 
“inadequate education” as the most serious 
problem for his own country. Other answer 
categories: “People living in poverty and 
need”, “Discrimination against girls and 
women”, “Poor sanitation and infectious 
diseases” and “Environmental pollution”.
0.12 0.32 0 1
Worried about 
not being able 
to give their 
children a good 
education
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent said that he worried very much 
or a great deal about “not being able to give 
my children a good education”. It equals 
0 if he said that he worried about this not 
much or not at all.
0.71 0.45 0 1
University more 
important for 
a boy than for 
a girl
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent agreed or strongly agreed with 
the following statement: “University is 
more important for a boy than for a girl”.
0.21 0.40 0 1
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Variable Definition Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.
Educational attainment (excluded category: inadequately completed elementary education)
Elementary 
education
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s highest educational level 
attained was “Completed (compulsory) 
elementary education”.
0.12 0.32 0 1
Middle 
education
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s highest educational level 
attained was either “Incomplete secondary 
school: technical/vocational type/
(Compulsory) elementary education and 
basic vocational qualification”, “Complete 
secondary school: technical/vocational 
type/Secondary, intermediate vocational 
qualification”, “Incomplete secondary: 
university-preparatory type/Secondary, 
intermediate general qualification” 
or “Complete secondary: university-
preparatory type/Full secondary, maturity 
level certificate”.
0.55 0.50 0 1
Higher 
education
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s highest educational level 
attained was either “Some university 
without degree/Higher education – lower-
level tertiary certificate” or “University with 
degree/Higher education – upper-level 
tertiary certificate”.
0.27 0.44 0 1
Table 1 List of variables (cont.)
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Variable Definition Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.
Income Respondent’s positioning of his 
household’s income on a scale ranging 
from 1 (=lowest income group) to 11 
(=highest income group). The scale refers 
to his country. The respondent was asked 
to take into account all wages, salaries, 
pensions and other incomes of his 
household.
5.00 2.13 1 10
Social class (excluded category: working class)
Middle class Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent described himself as belonging 
to the middle class.
0.57 0.50 0 1
Upper class Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent described himself as belonging 
to the upper class.
0.02 0.14 0 1
Political position (excluded category: political center)
Political left Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent described his views as 
left-wing.
0.16 0.36 0 1
Political right Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent described his views as 
right-wing.
0.25 0.43 0 1
Table 1 List of variables (cont.)
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Variable Definition Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.
Postmaterialist Postmaterialist index 12-item, scaled 
to range from 0 (materialism [M]) to 1 
(postmaterialism [pm]). The index is 
based on how important respondents 
think the following 12 items are: (1) 
Maintaining a high level of economic 
growth [M]. (2) Making sure this country 
has strong defense forces [M]. (3) Seeing 
that people have more to say about how 
things are done at their jobs and in their 
communities [PM]. (4) Trying to make our 
cities and countryside more beautiful [PM]. 
(5) Maintaining order in the nation [M]. 
(6) Giving people more say in important 
government decisions [PM]. (7) Fighting 
rising prices [M]. (8) Protecting freedom 
of speech [PM]. (9) A stable economy [M]. 
(10) Progress toward a less impersonal and 
more humane society [PM]. (11) Progress 
toward a society in which ideas count more 
than money [PM]. (12) The fight against 
crime [M].
0.40 0.23 0 1
Religion adherence (excluded category: non-religious)
Protestant Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Protestantism.
0.16 0.36 0 1
Roman 
Catholic
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Roman Catholicism.
0.22 0.42 0 1
Eastern 
Orthodox
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Eastern Orthodoxy.
0.15 0.35 0 1
Other 
Christian
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to a Christian 
religion other than Roman Catholicism, 
Protestantism and Eastern Orthodoxy.
0.02 0.13 0 1
Jewish Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Judaism.
0.01 0.07 0 1
Table 1 List of variables (cont.)
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Variable Definition Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.
Muslim Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Islam.
0.18 0.39 0 1
Hindu Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Hinduism.
0.01 0.12 0 1
Buddhist Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to Buddhism.
0.05 0.22 0 1
Other Eastern 
religions
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to an Eastern religion 
other than Hinduism and Buddhism.
0.00 0.06 0 1
Other 
religions
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent adhered to other religions than 
Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, 
Buddhism and other Eastern religions.
0.04 0.19 0 1
God important Respondent’s answer to the question,  
“How important is God in your life?”  
Scale from 1 (=Not at all important) to 10 
(= Very important).
7.72 2.94 1 10
Female Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was female.
0.50 0.50 0 1
Age Age of respondent in years. 41.14 16.26 15 97
Age2 Age of respondent squared. 1957.13 1502.47 225 9409
Ethnicity (excluded category: other ethnicity)
White Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s ethnicity was “White”.
0.44 0.50 0 1
Black Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s ethnicity was “Black”.
0.17 0.38 0 1
East Asian Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s ethnicity was “East Asian”.
0.06 0.24 0 1
Other Asian 
or Arab
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent’s ethnicity was “Other Asian or 
Arab”.
0.19 0.39 0 1
Health Respondent’s answer to the question, “All 
in all, how would you describe your state 
of health these days?” Scale: 1=very poor, 
2=poor, 3=fair, 4=good, 5=very good.
3.93 0.84 2 5
Marital status (excluded category: single)
Table 1 List of variables (cont.)
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Variable Definition Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.
Married Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was married.
0.52 0.50 0 1
Living 
together
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent lived together as married.
0.09 0.28 0 1
Divorced Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was divorced.
0.04 0.20 0 1
Separated Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was separated.
0.02 0.15 0 1
Widowed Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was widowed.
0.06 0.23 0 1
Children The respondent’s number of children. 1.72 1.67 0 8
Family 
important
Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent said that family was very 
important or rather important in his life. It 
equals 0 if he said that family was not very 
important or not at all important.
0.99 0.11 0 1
Employment status (excluded category: non-employed)
Employed Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was employed (full time, part 
time or self-employed).
0.58 0.49 0 1
Unemployed Dummy variable that equals 1 if 
respondent was unemployed.
0.10 0.30 0 1
Town Size of town in which respondent lived. 
Scale ranging from 1 (=under 2,000) to 8 
(=500,000 and more).
4.77 2.49 1 8
GDP per capita Real GDP per capita, in tens of thousands 
of 2011 US dollar, at purchasing power 
parity.
1.67 1.31 0.08 4.63
Note: The data are from World Values Survey waves 5 (2005-09) and 6 (2010-14) (Inglehart et al. 2015), except 
for data on ‘GDP per capita’, which are from Feenstra et al. (2019).
Table 1 List of variables (cont.)
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2.2 Explanatory Variables
In order to study a large number of characteristics of individuals with different 
views of education, our regressions include numerous explanatory variables. 
To start with, we use variables measuring respondents’ educational attain-
ment. We expect people with higher attainment to attach greater importance 
to education because they should have experienced its benefits first-hand. 
Related research has established that children of better educated parents tend 
to have superior academic achievements, partly because these parents support 
their children more (e.g., Knight and Li 1996, Rainey and Murova 2004, Davis-
Kean 2005, Njagi et al. 2014). This suggests that better educated parents value 
education more highly.
Another variable is based on a question about a respondent’s household 
income, relative to income levels in their country. Research on the determi-
nants of educational attainment shows that children from more affluent fami-
lies tend to have higher attainments than children from low-income families 
(Haveman and Wolfe 1995, Liu 2003). Hastings et al. (2006) report that pref-
erences for school quality increase with income. These results lead us to ex-
pect that members of more affluent households value education more highly 
as well.
We include two variables capturing respondents’ social class because sev-
eral papers have documented a relationship between social class and educa-
tional values (e.g., Kinloch 1987, Gorman 1998). Additionally, we include vari-
ables measuring respondents’ political position because some papers find edu-
cational attitudes to vary across the political spectrum (e.g., Bradley and Saigol 
2012, Fladmoe 2012).
Furthermore, we use the World Values Survey’s postmaterialist index, which 
ranges from materialism to postmaterialism. Whereas materialist values give 
priority to economic and physical security, postmaterialist values emphasize 
issues such as participation and free speech. Inglehart (1977, 1990, 1997) has 
documented that a profound shift toward postmaterialist values has occurred 
since 1970 in developed countries and that this has transformed their basic 
cultural norms. He gives the example of gender roles, mentioning that today 
women are the majority of university students in most developed countries 
(Inglehart 2018). But he also points out that, in the world as a whole, the ratio 
between materialists and postmaterialists varies tremendously according to a 
country’s level of economic development.
Next, we include variables that measure adherence to each major world 
religion, plus variables for adherence to other religions. Each religion has its 
distinctive educational ideals (Feldmann 2016a). Although education has long 
been secularized in almost all countries, these ideals are still likely to affect 
adherents’ attitudes toward education. As this is most likely to be the case for 
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people who are very religious, we additionally include a variable measuring 
respondents’ religiosity.
Moreover, we use a dummy variable that equals one if a respondent was fe-
male. Some, though not all, previous papers report differences between moth-
ers’ and fathers’ attitudes toward education of their children (e.g., Weir 2011). 
Using UK data, Cooper (2017) finds that mothers are particularly keen for their 
daughters to go to university. We also estimate the impact of respondents’ age, 
although results from previous studies on this are mixed (e.g., Fullerton and 
Dixon 2010, Kooij and Zacher 2016).
Additionally, we estimate the effect of ethnicity. The most clear-cut result 
in the literature is that East Asians attach great importance to education (e.g., 
Francis and Archer 2015, Jerrim 2015). As pointed out in section 1, this is due 
to their Confucian heritage, rather than to their ethnicity as such. Apart from 
the East Asians, different ethnic groups do not seem to place strongly different 
degrees of emphasis on education. This at least is the upshot of studies on the 
United States, the by far best researched country. Though Ryan et al. (2010) find 
some differences between Hispanics and Whites, Johnson and Kotrlik (2012) 
do not find any in their sample. Also, there do not seem to be significant differ-
ences between Blacks and Whites (e.g., Cook and Ludwig 1997).
We also include a variable measuring respondents’ state of health. The ef-
fect of health on people’s views of education has not yet been studied. Theory 
suggests and numerous empirical studies confirm that improvements in health 
have a positive effect on educational investments – mainly because they in-
crease the time horizon over which such investments pay off (e.g., Soares 2005, 
Alderman et al. 2006, Jayachandran and Lleras-Muney 2009). Yet, it would 
be far-fetched to expect that healthier respondents have a higher regard for 
education.
There is also no research yet on how people’s educational attitudes are af-
fected by their marital status. However, it seems plausible to expect that edu-
cation is comparatively important to married couples, even if they do not yet 
have any children. On the other hand, it is probably less important to singles.
Furthermore, we use both a variable measuring respondents’ number of 
children and a dummy variable recording if family was important in their lives. 
We expect both variables to have a positive effect on the value respondents 
place on education. Especially, we expect them to worry more about not being 
able to give their children a good education if they have many. In line with 
Becker’s quantity-quality trade-off hypothesis (Becker and Lewis 1973, Becker 
and Tomes 1976), previous empirical research has found a larger family size to 
adversely affect children’s education, especially that of girls (e.g., Hanushek 
1992, Kang 2011, Ponczek and Portela Souza 2012).
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Respondents’ employment status is also likely to particularly affect their 
answers to the third question. Employed parents may have little time and en-
ergy to invest in their children’s education (e.g., Weiss et al. 2003). Unemployed 
parents may lack the financial resources, skills and connections to do so. Thus 
both may worry about being able to give their children a good education.
The final explanatory variable used in our baseline model measures the size 
of the town in which respondents lived. On the one hand, living in a larger 
town may be correlated with a higher value placed on education because larg-
er towns provide more employment opportunities and usually higher returns 
to education. On the other hand, Kong (2010) reports that in China rural par-
ents attach particularly great importance to education because they want their 
children to escape the harsh life that they themselves as farmers with little 
education had lived.
In our main robustness check, we add a country-level variable: GDP per 
capita. As returns to education fall by level of economic development (e.g., 
Psacharopoulos and Patrinos 2018), one could expect people in poorer coun-
tries to place a higher value on education. On the other hand, as both school 
enrollment rates and average years of schooling rise by economic development 
(e.g., Lee and Lee 2016), this could indicate that the value people place on edu-
cation is higher in richer countries.
2.3 Econometric Specification
Using probit, we estimate the following model:
Y X Zj i t k k j i t i t i t j i t
k
r
, , , , , , , ,α β γ δ θ ε
1
 (1)
Yj,i,t denotes one of our four variables measuring regard for education by indi-
vidual j in country i and survey year t. Xk,j,i,t denotes a vector of r individual-
level explanatory variables. Zi,t denotes ‘GDP per capita’, a country-level 
variable. While α is the constant, δi and θt denote country and year dummies, 
respectively. Finally, εj,i,t represents the error term.
Country dummies are included to control for the impact of unobserved 
country-specific characteristics such as geographical conditions. Year dum-
mies are included to control for the impact of shocks that are common across 
countries.2
2 As questions 2 and 3 were included in one wave only, year dummies are omitted from the 
respective regressions.
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Table 2 Main results (cont.)
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Country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes No No Yes
Number of observations 57,965 20,052 36,926 59,445
Number of countries 55 26 39 55
Pseudo R2
McFadden 0.07 0.04 0.17 0.12
McKelvey and Zavoina 0.13 0.09 0.31 0.25
Note: Conditional marginal effects of probit regressions, calculated at the means. Robust standard errors, 
adjusted for clustering at the country level, are reported in parentheses. The data are from World Values 
Survey waves 5 (2005-09) and 6 (2010-14), except regression 2, which is based on data from wave 5 only, and 
regression 3, which is based on data from wave 6 only (Inglehart et al. 2015). ***(**/*) denotes statistically 
significant at the 1%(5%/10%) level.
Table 2 Main results (cont.)
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Country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes No No Yes
Number of observations 53,943 18,100 33,790 54,305
Number of countries 50 24 35 50
Pseudo R2
McFadden 0.06 0.04 0.18 0.12
McKelvey and Zavoina 0.12 0.09 0.32 0.24
Note: Conditional marginal effects of probit regressions, calculated at the means. Robust standard errors, 
adjusted for clustering at the country level, are reported in parentheses. The data are from World Values 
Survey waves 5 (2005-09) and 6 (2010-14), except regression 2, which is based on data from wave 5 only, and 
regression 3, which is based on data from wave 6 only (Inglehart et al. 2015). Data on ‘GDP per capita’ are from 
Feenstra et al. (2019). ***(**/*) denotes statistically significant at the 1%(5%/10%) level.
Table 3 GDP per capita added (cont.)
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3 Results and Discussion
Tables 2 and 3 report conditional marginal effects of probit regressions, calcu-
lated at the means. Whereas Table 2 reports the results from our baseline speci-
fication, Table 3 reports the results from our main robustness check, which 
additionally includes ‘GDP per capita’. Tables 2 and 3 also report two goodness-
of-fit measures. The first is the most commonly used Pseudo R2 constructed 
by McFadden (1973). As this measure has been found to have a downward 
bias (e.g., Veall and Zimmermann 1996), we additionally report the Pseudo 
R2 constructed by McKelvey and Zavoina (1975). The latter is often regarded 
as the best fit measure for limited dependent variable models (e.g., Veall and 
Zimmermann 1996, Long 1997). It also has the advantage of being most compa-
rable to R2 from OLS regressions (e.g., Veall and Zimmermann 1996). Anyhow, 
in our case both McFadden’s as well as McKelvey and Zavoina’s Pseudo R2 sug-
gest that our model has a very good fit when using the third dependent vari-
able and a good fit when using the fourth (Tables 2 and 3). By contrast, the fit is 
much weaker when using the first and especially when using the second de-
pendent variable.
Remarkably, the estimates for our individual-level variables are very robust 
across both specifications – in spite of the fact that the regressions of our main 
robustness check not only additionally include a country-level variable but are 
also based on fewer countries and observations.
A first insight from our analysis is that, in line with expectations, respon-
dents who had received more education attached greater importance to it 
(Tables 2 and 3). In fact, the probability of regarding inadequate education as 
the most serious problem of either the world or one’s own country rose with 
the level of education attained. For example, while respondents with middle 
education were roughly 2½ percentage points more likely than respondents 
with inadequately completed elementary education to view inadequate edu-
cation as the most serious problem of the world, respondents with higher edu-
cation were about 4½ percentage points more likely to do so. This pattern is 
repeated for attitudes toward gender equality in university education. While 
respondents with middle education were roughly 6 percentage points less like-
ly to view university as more important for a boy than for a girl, respondents 
with higher education were about 11 percentage points less likely to do so.
For those who have not yet completed their education, their educational 
views may affect their attainment. For example, those who hold education in 
high regard may acquire more of it. This reverse causality could have biased 
our estimates of the educational attainment variables. Therefore, we per-
formed a further robustness check in which we excluded respondents below 
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the age of 25 and re-ran all eight regressions. Almost everybody aged 25 and 
above has completed their education. As Table A1 in the Appendix documents, 
the results from this robustness check are almost identical to the ones reported 
in Tables 2 and 3. Thus, the results reported in these tables are not biased by 
reverse causality.
The estimates for ‘income’ suggest that regard for education rose not only 
with attainment but also with respondents’ household income, relative to 
income levels in their own country (Tables 2 and 3). Specifically, the higher 
their relative income, the more likely they were to consider inadequate educa-
tion to be the most serious problem of either the world or their own country. 
Agreement with the country statement rose particularly strongly with respon-
dents’ relative income position. On the other hand, the coefficient on ‘income’ 
is statistically insignificant in the regressions of gender equality, indicating 
that respondents on relatively higher income were no more likely to favor gen-
der equality in university education. At the same time, they were less worried 
about their ability to provide their children with a good education, obviously 
because they could more easily afford to send them to a private school and 
provide them with out-of-school tuition.
We find three interesting effects of social class on educational attitudes. 
First and unsurprisingly, respondents from the upper class were less con-
cerned than respondents from the working class about their ability to provide 
their children with a good education. Second, the higher their social class, the 
more likely respondents were to deem inadequate education to be the most 
serious problem of the world. Third and somewhat embarrassingly, respon-
dents from the upper class were more likely to view university education as 
being relatively unimportant for girls. Hence, whereas members of this class 
were comparatively strongly in favor of education in general, they were less 
in favor of gender equality in university education than respondents from the 
working class.
This third result chimes with a result we obtained with respect to the impact 
of political views on educational attitudes. Namely and in this case unsurpris-
ingly, members with right-wing views were more likely than members with 
centrist views to regard university education as being relatively unimportant 
for girls. With respect to the impact of political views, it is also noteworthy that 
respondents with left-wing views did not attach greater importance to educa-
tion than respondents with centrist views.
The latter result is in stark contrast to our main result for ‘postmaterialist’. 
The more strongly respondents adhered to postmaterialist values, the more 
they tended to agree with the statements that inadequate education was the 
most serious problem of either the world or their own country. However, and a 
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bit surprisingly, postmaterialists did not see gender equality in university edu-
cation as more important than materialists did.
With respect to religion, we find that adherents to all Christian denomina-
tions were less likely than non-religious respondents to consider inadequate 
education to be the most serious problem of the world. Protestants were also 
less likely to consider inadequate education to be the most serious problem for 
their own country. The results for Protestants may seem surprising. Whereas 
Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy have never emphasized education 
of the masses, Protestantism has (Feldmann 2016a). It was a key ambition of 
the Reformation to educate children of all social classes, both boys and girls. 
From the 16th century until the secularization of education in the 19th cen-
tury, Protestantism was the driving force behind mass education in tradition-
ally Protestant countries (Feldmann 2018). In Britain’s colonies, it remained so 
until decolonization (Feldmann 2016b). Yet, since the mid-20th century the 
traditional Protestant emphasis on education has largely vanished, partly due 
to a rapid rise of Pentecostalism, which has become an influential branch of 
Protestantism. Pentecostals are more given to spiritual experience and feel-
ings. The mystic character of Pentecostalism (e.g., speaking in tongues, belief 
in miracles) is not conducive to secular education (Feldmann 2018). Some 
Pentecostals even oppose educating their children in public schools (Sikkink 
1999). Hence, the negative coefficients on ‘Protestant’ in our regressions reflect 
that most Protestants no longer see education as an important issue. According 
to our research, Protestants were not even more likely than non-religious re-
spondents to favor gender equality in university education, in stark contrast to 
their own history.
Many Muslim respondents were even significantly more likely to agree with 
the notion that university is more important for a boy than for a girl. This find-
ing is not new. Also using World Values Survey data, both Guiso et al. (2003) 
and Fish (2011) have found the same. Numerous other studies using other data 
have also found Islam to negatively affect female education (e.g., Norton and 
Tomal 2009, Mukhopadhyay 2011).
In our research, Muslims were not the only religious respondents who had 
a negative opinion of gender equality in university education. Adherents to 
Eastern Orthodoxy and Buddhism were also more likely to agree with the 
relevant statement. This is probably mainly because, similar to Islam, many 
adherents to those religions have a conservative worldview (e.g., Vrame 2006, 
Fox and Gamage 2011, Gamage and Setunga 2011). Our interpretation that a 
negative view of gender equality in university education is probably mainly 
due to such a worldview, rather than to adherence to a particular religion, is 
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supported by our finding that more strongly religious respondents were less 
likely to agree with the relevant statement. Moreover, in a supplementary re-
gression that additionally includes interaction terms between our religiosity 
variable, on the one hand, and each of the three religion adherence variables, 
on the other, we find each of these terms to be statistically insignificant (results 
not reported here) – a finding that supports our interpretation as well.
A final result for our religion variables is worth noting. Jews were the only 
religious respondents who were more likely than non-religious respondents 
to be worried about not being able to give their children a good education. 
This may reflect the fact that Jews have always cherished education (Botticini 
and Eckstein 2012). The Torah is replete with dicta to “teach your children dili-
gently” about Jewish mores and history (Zeldin 2011). Nowadays, Jews still take 
the education of their children very seriously.
There are three interesting results for female respondents. First, they were 
more likely than male respondents to be concerned about their ability to pro-
vide their children with a good education. Second, they were more likely to 
disagree with the notion that university education is more important for a boy 
than for a girl. Third, they were less likely than men to deem inadequate educa-
tion to be the most serious problem of either the world or their own country. 
Taken together, these results suggest that women are more concerned about 
the education of their children than about education in general and that the 
only general educational issue they strongly care about is gender equality.
We find three effects of age on respondents’ views of education. First, from 
the age of 50 onwards respondents tended to agree that inadequate education 
was the most serious problem of the world. Second, from the age of 44 onwards 
respondents were more likely to consider university as more important for a 
boy than for a girl. In both cases, these views strengthened with increasing 
age. Note that the simultaneous occurrence of both views chimes with those 
of respondents from the upper class. Third and surprisingly, from as early as 
21 onwards respondents worried increasingly less about not being able to give 
their children a good education.
Our estimates for the ethnicity variables also provide several insights. First, 
Whites and the group “Other Asian and Arab” were comparatively more like-
ly to regard inadequate education as the most serious problem of the world. 
Second, Whites were comparatively less concerned about their ability to pro-
vide their children with a good education. Many of them were probably better 
off and better connected. Blacks, on the other hand, were comparatively more 
concerned, probably because, in many countries, most members of this group 
are socially deprived (e.g., Cutler and Glaeser 1997).
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A further insight from our ethnicity estimates is that East Asians were even 
more likely than Blacks to be concerned about not being able to give their chil-
dren a good education. This result reflects the high value East Asian parents 
place on their children’s education. Note that, in our data, East Asians were 
no more likely than the reference group to regard inadequate education as the 
most pressing problem of either the world or their own country. Thus they 
were no more likely to place a high value on education in general. Rather, they 
were primarily concerned about the education of their children.
Our estimates in the area of marital status and family reveal that not only 
married respondents but also those living together or separated were more 
likely than singles to worry about not being able to give their children a good 
education. A larger number of children increased such worries too. The lat-
ter result as well as the result for married people are plausible. The fact that 
respondents living together were also more likely to have such worries is un-
derstandable because, in many countries, a large share of children are nowa-
days born out of wedlock (e.g., OECD 2018). Moreover, the result for separated 
respondents is comprehensible because being separated may mean having 
less influence on children someone has with their former partner. A further 
interesting result in the area of marital status and family is that respondents 
to whom family was important were more likely than others to be in favor of 
gender equality in university education. At the same time, neither those with 
many children nor those who regarded family as important were more likely to 
highly value education in general, similar to East Asians.
With respect to employment status, we find that both employed as well as 
unemployed respondents were more likely than non-employed respondents to 
worry about their ability to provide their children with a good education. This 
confirms our expectations (section 2.2). Additionally, we find that employed 
respondents were more likely to disagree with the notion that university is 
more important for a boy than for a girl, perhaps because they were less con-
servative than the non-employed.
There are two insights from the estimates for ‘GDP per capita’, the country-
level variable we add in our main robustness check (Table 3). First, with rising 
GDP per capita fewer respondents regarded inadequate education as the most 
serious problem for their own country. Second, at the same time they became 
more concerned about their ability to provide their children with a good edu-
cation. The first result is comprehensible because richer countries have more 
resources to provide good education. The second result may seem surprising 
though. However, in several rich and middle-income countries such as Japan, 
South Korea, China and India many parents are exceptionally concerned not 
only about their children’s academic achievement but also about getting them 
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into the best schools and colleges (e.g., Bossy 2000, Pew Research Center 2011). 
The reputation of the college a student is admitted to can make a huge differ-
ence for their career and earnings throughout the rest of their life.
4 Conclusion
Using World Values Survey data from 55 countries, this article provides de-
tailed insights into the characteristics of people who place a high value on 
education – as well as into the characteristics of those who don’t. It documents 
that respondents were more likely to regard inadequate education as the most 
serious problem of the world if they had attained middle or higher education, 
had a relatively high income, were from the middle or upper class, held post-
materialist values, were relatively old and/or were of White, Arab or Asian (but 
not East-Asian) ethnicity. By contrast, those who had attained little education, 
had relatively low income, were from the working class and/or held materialist 
values were unlikely to share this view. And so were females, Christians and 
relatively young people.
Furthermore, we find that respondents were more likely to favor gender 
equality in university education if they were female, relatively young, em-
ployed, religious and/or had attained middle or higher education. By contrast, 
those who were male, relatively old, from the upper class, held right-wing po-
litical views and/or adhered to Islam, Buddhism or Eastern Orthodoxy were 
less likely to favor it.
Finally, respondents more likely to worry about not being able to give their 
children a good education were on comparatively low income and/or female, 
Jewish, of Black or East-Asian ethnicity, had many children and/or lived in a 
country with a relatively high income. Married respondents, those living to-
gether with their partner or separated were more likely to worry about this 
issue than those with a different marital status. Both those who were em-
ployed as well as those who were unemployed were more likely to worry about 
it than those who were not in the labor force. By contrast, those who were on 
high income, from the upper class and/or white were unlikely to worry about 
this issue.
By drawing such a detailed picture, we go well beyond the previous litera-
ture, which has looked at only a few characteristics. Another value added of 
our article is that it uses nationally representative data from a large sample of 
countries. By contrast, almost all previous papers have used data from a single 
country and in no case were the data nationally representative.
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Our insights can help domestic policy-makers and, in developing countries, 
foreign donors and the UN to gather support for educational initiatives in a 
more targeted way. This could increase the prospects of success for such ini-
tiatives. For example, a policy initiative for gender equality in university ed-
ucation should both secure the support of those most likely to favor it (e.g., 
females) and address the concerns of those most likely to oppose it (e.g., those 
with right-wing political views).
Although our article goes well beyond the previous literature and provides 
a host of insights, many of which could be relevant for policy-making, more 
research is needed. For example, future research should both cover more coun-
tries and track the evolution of people’s educational views over time. Further-
more, the reasons why people with certain characteristics hold specific views 
need to be studied. Finally, the consequences of variations in attitudes toward 
education for the quantity and quality of educational investment undertaken 
need to be explored, both theoretically and empirically. As education is benefi-
cial to both the individual and society, a better understanding of these issues is 
an important task for research going forward.
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Other explanatory variables Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes No No Yes
Number of observations 47,666 16,690 30,279 48,815
Number of countries 55 26 39 55
Pseudo R2
McFadden 0.07 0.04 0.19 0.12
McKelvey and Zavoina 0.13 0.10 0.33 0.25

























Other explanatory variables Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year dummies Yes No No Yes
Number of observations 44,384 14,999 27,755 44,565
Number of countries 50 24 35 50
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not being able 
to give their 







for a boy  
than for a  
girl
Pseudo R2
McFadden 0.07 0.05 0.20 0.12
McKelvey and Zavoina 0.13 0.10 0.35 0.24
Note: Conditional marginal effects of probit regressions, calculated at the means. Robust standard errors, ad-
justed for clustering at the country level, are reported in parentheses. In addition to the explanatory variables 
mentioned above, the regressions of panel A (panel B) additionally use the same explanatory variables as the 
regressions of Table 2 (Table 3); for brevity, the estimates for these variables are omitted. The data are from 
World Values Survey waves 5 (2005-09) and 6 (2010-14), except regressions 2, which are based on data from 
wave 5 only, and regressions 3, which are based on data from wave 6 only (Inglehart et al. 2015). Data on ‘GDP 
per capita’ are from Feenstra et al. (2019). ***(**/*) denotes statistically significant at the 1%(5%/10%) level.
Table A1 Respondents below the age of 25 excluded (cont.)
 List of Countries
Algeria, Andorra, Armenia, Australia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Brazil, Bulgaria, Burkina 
Faso, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Cyprus, Ecuador, Estonia, Ethiopia, Germany, Ghana, 
Hungary, India, Indonesia, Iraq, Italy, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Libya, 
Malaysia, Mali, Mexico, Moldova, Morocco, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, 
Peru, Philippines, Poland, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Serbia and Montenegro, South 
Africa, Sweden, Taiwan, Thailand, Trinidad and Tobago, Tunisia, Ukraine, Uruguay, 
Uzbekistan, Vietnam, Yemen, Zambia, Zimbabwe.
